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China’s tremendous economic development is well known and documented.  Since it 
determined to open up its trade and investment regime to foreign interests, China has pursued 
a series of far-reaching economic reforms and institutional restructuring.  In particular, China 
undertook a number of unilateral reforms in readiness for its accession to the World Trade 
Organization (WTO).  Since China’s accession, the impetus for domestic reform has waned.  
This has largely corresponded with challenges in reaching agreement across the WTO 
membership for a further package of commitments in the latest Doha round of negotiations. 
 
The Chinese authorities have now identified free trade agreements (FTAs) as a new platform 
for further opening up to the outside and speeding up of domestic reforms.  There has been 
significant academic interest in China’s change in trajectory towards the negotiation of FTAs, 
compared to its prior emphasis on multilateral instruments for economic cooperation.  Much 
of this analysis has considered China’s motivations for seeking out FTA partners, with less 
attention paid to the terms of its final agreements.  As discussed in the introduction to this 
paper, a number of China’s early agreements focused on the reduction of tariff and non-tariff 
barriers to trade in goods, with limited coverage of other issues impacting on trade and 
investment. 
 
As momentum for a new, comprehensive single undertaking in the WTO has diminished, 
other economies have increasingly sought to negotiate FTAs, and relevantly, incorporated a 
number of “new issues” into their FTAs.  Cautiously following this lead, China has also 
incrementally incorporated provisions on a number of new issues in its FTAs, including trade 
in services, investment, government procurement, competition, trade facilitation and the 
protection and promotion of intellectual property rights.  This paper seeks to fill a gap in the 
existing studies by comprehensively analysing the coverage of China’s FTAs in relation to 
these “new issues” in FTAs. 
 
This paper highlights China’s guarded approach to the incorporation of new issues and argues 
that China has used FTAs to experiment in the development of its policies and laws on such 
matters.  From the analysis, it will become apparent that while the “new issues” received little 
attention in China’s early FTAs, there has been a significant shift evident in China’s most 
recently finalised agreements.  Following the comprehensive analysis of China’s 
commitments in relation to the new issues explored in this paper, it concludes that while 
China has an abiding interest in the multilateral trade regime, FTAs appear likely to represent 
a significant vehicle for China to pursue and test further economic and institutional reforms 
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